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A little over 2,500 years ago, a nation died.  An entire nation was wiped from the face of the earth. I speak of course of the destruction of Israel by the forces of Babylon.  This destruction, which Ezekiel and the other prophets interpret as the judgment of God upon the sins of the nation, was so complete that the nation had become, in Ezekiel's words, a valley of dry bones, bleached white by the scorching sun. 
It is not that there were not any survivors, as a matter of fact, there were more survivors than victims, as far as individuals lives are concerned.  What made the defeat of Israel such a devastating deed was not the loss of blood, but the loss of the temple, the official dwelling place of God and symbol of their national identity.  Looted of all its precious metals and razed like a condemned, deserted shack, it became a "heap of ruins" and Jerusalem little more than a "ploughed field", as the prophet Micah proclaims.  The entire population of the Holy City, save peasants and caretakers, were then marched off like common prisoners to a foreign land.  For a people whose whole being was tied to the land, the Promised Land, it was a fate worse than death for it could only mean the abandonment by God.  And without God, the nation of Israel ceased to exist.  It became extinct. 
There are many voices who say the church, as we know it, faces a similar fate.  That we are in danger of becoming extinct, or at least irrelevant to the culture around us.  
A New Testament professor proclaimed that we are in the early stages of “code blue,” the medical designation for a patient in a life-threatening trauma and that without "radical treatment", the patient would be lost.
Well, since it has been ten years since he made that provocative claim, Protestants, Methodists, Presbyterians, Lutherans and similar denominations are all experiencing similar fates. The decline of membership is fast. 

The church typically responds to this news much as a patient to the news that they have a terminal illness.  First there is denial.  “We don't need to change.  If we just keep doing what we have always done, everything will be OK.  Better yet, if we just did things the way we used to do things, the people will come back!”    

After denial comes depression.  No wonder! When we look at our declining in size, it is depressing.  

Then comes the bargaining.  If we can just create the right program, find the right leader, raise enough money, all will be well.  If everyone would just be more supportive, more faithful, more positive, the problems will take care of themselves.  If we  put more into it, we will get more out of it.  If the preacher would just pick the right hymns and songs, if the organist would pick up the tempo, if this, if that, if, if, if...

Finally comes anger.  It's the denomination's fault, all those pronouncements on political issues.  
So we respond to our condition with denial, depression, bargaining and anger, because, frankly, the future prospects scare us and we are afraid to face the possibility of our own downfall.  The paradox of a dying patient is that it is not until he or she comes to terms with his or her condition by accepting it, that she or he begins to live again, even to discover new life.  
We, of all people, should not fear the prospect of death.  We need to remind ourselves that the central proclamation of the gospel is the hope of resurrection for the dead.  In many ways we owe our beginnings to death.    In baptism we are buried with Christ, “so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of [God], so we too might walk in newness of life.”  (Romans 6:4) 
Given the promise of new life we have in Christ, death of an institution should be the last of our worries.   One leading theologian (Michael Kinnamon) wrote in response to the “Code Blue” article, that there is plenty of good news even in our present state: 
Think of Isaiah:  it is in exile that the community learns its true calling as a light to the nations.  Think of Pentecost:  it is in a moment of utter confusion that the Holy Spirit is experienced.  Think of Paul for whom human weakness makes room for the power of Christ... Our faith... is not about resuscitation but resurrection…
He (Kinnamon) goes on to suggest that what others have interpreted to be signs of impending death could in fact be signs of impending birth, that the time has come for us to serve as midwives to a new creation, to reinvent the church.  That notion that the changing times we are in will lead to a re-birth of the church to which we are called to be a part, is an exciting possibility.  Like the pioneers of old and the astronauts of the Apollo mission to the moon, we have an opportunity to journey to new horizons, to boldly go where no one has gone before. 
But what is our destination?  Must we wander like the Israelites of old for 40 years in the wilderness because we cannot see our way to the Promised Land, we have no vision for the future?  Actually, we do.  At least we do in this congregation.  Ian led the Parish Council and its associate members to identify such a vision in our planning retreat yesterday. To use the analogy of this morning’s text, it’s time to put some tendon, muscle and skin on these dry bones.  
The vision identified in our planning retreat to bring resurrected life to these old bones was described as a “new paradigm church” that we are a thinking, caring people of faith, open, welcoming, and affirming in all of its dimensions. 

In using “new model” to describe this vision for our future, the emerging model sees the Christian life as “a relationship with God that transforms life in the present.”  Being a Christian is not about correct beliefs about God, but a correct relationship with God.  The evidence of such a relationship is in a transformed life which, in turn, leads a Christian to interconnect with each other, which in turn, leads us to work for a transformed world, what Jesus called the “Kingdom of God.” 

The challenge then before us is this, are we willing to let the church as we know it die so that the Gospel can be born again?  Is St Ronans willing to hear Jesus’ words of freedom and a call to “unbind, and let go”, of the structure and forces that restrict joy, love and freedom in order to give new and abundant living?  Can we prophesy to these old bones like Ezekiel, causing tendons, muscle and skin to come upon them again so that God can breathe new life into the church? Can the bones of this old dinosaur come back to life in new and exciting ways that speak to our modern culture? 
It just may be that the time has come when God is saying to us, St Ronans “I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to life!”
People of God, be filled with the Spirit of God and dance with these old bones! Envision the possibilities and opportunities for new life before us! I have words of hope for us:  God is not finished with us yet! 

If you believe the best years are ahead of us, say Amen!

If you believe the Spirit is with us, say Amen!

If you believe God calls us into the future, say Amen!

If you believe in resurrection of the dead, say Amen!

If you believe these bones can live, say Amen! 
        Shout Amen! 
        Thanks be to God! 
        Amen. 
